Syphilis and Social Upheaval in China
To the Editor: In their Perspective article, Tucker et al. (May 6 issue) 1 report that rapid increases in cases of congenital syphilis in China have generated great concern. Although sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) have become major notifiable diseases in China, 2 a review by an expert panel concluded in February 2008 that the rapid increase in reported cases of syphilis was primarily caused by systematic changes in diagnosis and reporting, because a nationwide, Web-based, real-time reporting system was introduced in 2004. 3 National surveillance of pregnant women with syphilis in China suggested that there was no significant change in the incidence between 2005 and 2009. In 2008, the Shanghai Center for Quality Control of STD Treatment conducted a specific investigation of the increase in reports of congenital syphilis; it revealed that most reported cases were misdiagnosed. For example, among 42 infants with congenital syphilis who were followed for 12 months, all the rapid plasma reagin tests and Treponema pallidum particle agglutination assays became negative between 3 and 10 months after birth. Such misdiagnosis and overreporting of congenital syphilis have also occurred in Detroit. 4 These findings remind us that we must understand how data are being collected and reported so that we can interpret them appropriately. Hesketh and colleagues bring up an excellent point about reexpanding syphilis screening in China -a strategy that is consistent with the strategy proposed by our research group. 3 At the same time, concerns about the feasibility of reinstitutionalizing mandatory premarital syphilis testing at the national level in China are not trivial and demand further investigation. The consensus that China has an expanding syphilis epidemic has already served as a call for action that has been enthusiastically answered by public health leadership at multiple levels in China. The Chinese Ministry of Health has already issued a 10-year plan for national syphilis control and prevention. A pilot program of antenatal syphilis screening in Shenzhen, Guangdong Province, screened more than half a million women and showed the feasibility and cost-effectiveness of such programs, 5 and now many antenatal clinics routinely provide free syphilis testing there. Xiang-Sheng Chen, M.D., Ph.D.
